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Summary: A common challenge among OECD countries has been 
the development of education and training pathways that 
accommodate student needs and interests at the upper secondary 
level (OECD, 2000).  The introduction of trade-focussed Australian 
Technical Colleges (ATCs) has met with mixed response. The ATCs 
aim to create a supported transition from school to work through dual 
pathway programs enabling students to follow a trade career while 
completing their upper secondary studies. There has been little 
explicit examination of the effectiveness of such senior secondary 
school arrangements.   Using one such Australian Technical College 
as a case-study, this paper investigates the perceptions of the 
employers and students who were associated with the college. Using 
mixed-methods consisting of quantitative perception surveys and 
focus interviews, the results of this study show that students and 
employers are very satisfied with the College and illustrate that 
students have made significant gains in relating their learning to the 
workplace and everyday life. 
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Introduction 
The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) thematic 
review of the Transition from Initial Education to Working Life (2000) identified that 
the common challenge among OECD countries has been to develop education and 
training pathways that can accommodate the growing diversity of student needs and 
interests at the upper secondary level, that offer tight and supple connections 
between initial education and the labour market.   Aditionally, education reform has 
been observed as playing a part of economic growth strategies as a means to 
stimulate human capital development (Akçomak & Weel, 2007).  Recent responses 
in Australia to skills development at the upper secondary level include Trade 
Schools, Trade Training Centres in Schools and the development of Australian 
Technical Colleges (ATCs). While these responses seek to create stronger pathways 
for school students in identified skill shortage areas, the ATCs in particular are seen 
to be building on the success of the VET in Schools (VETiS) initiative in Australia 
(DEEWR, 2005).  They represent an innovative reconfiguration of schooling to 
provide institutions that are focused on apprenticeships in areas of national skills 
shortage.  
ATCs support students through both academic and trade training; with mentoring, 
career advice and business and employability skills.  The ATCs were established to 
give students the opportunity to study a trade and complete their Senior Schooling 
qualification through Australian School-based Apprenticeships thus raising the profile 
of vocational and technical education in schools; and strengthening the training 
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system as a whole (DEEWR, 2005). The ATC program has expanded student choice 
in Australian schools by providing a dual qualification pathway to a career in the 
trades.  Students can complete their trade, enter higher or further education 
programs or combine both on completion of their Senior School Certificate. 
A thematic review undertaken by OECD identified a number of key features, 
central to effective transitions from school to work.  These included: “a connection of 
initial education with work and further study; the provision of opportunities to combine 
workplace experience and education; tightly knit safety nets; and good information 
and guidance” (2000, p. 150).  This study further grouped the four enabling 
characteristics into two constructs: Curriculum and Learner Support. The OECD 
thematic review characteristics of effective transitions from school to work were 
mapped to these two constructs (Figure 1). This mapping identifies aspects of the 
ATC program that reorganised curriculum enabling the transition from school-to-work 
to drive the authenticity of curriculum through the connection of industry and 
employment.   
Curriculum Construct Drivers of the ATC delivery model included: incorporating 
learning in employment activity; situating learning in context (in this instance 
authentic employment); ensuring employment is tied to school; and crossing 
boundaries between school and work where teacher/trainers are located not only at 
the College but also train in the workplace alongside the students’ supervisors.  The 
Learner Support Construct Drivers involved the clustering of the OECD thematic 
review characteristics of “developing tight safety nets” and “providing good 
information and advice” (OECD, 2000, p. 150) so that the learner is enabled through 
follow-up activities arising from the workplace supervision and connections made 
with the employers.  The study identified the “four-by-four” apprenticeship-college 
rotation model as one of the key features which placed apprentices in work for a 
longer period than the traditional one day a week school-based model used by most 
of the schools delivering school-based apprenticeships in Australia.  This uniqueness 
was also identified during a study of systemic innovation in the Australian VET 
system by OECD/CERI Expert Team (2008) which found that positives of the ATC 
initiative included this “four week apprenticeship-college rotational feature” (p. 21).  
Figure 1:  Aligning OECD features, ATC Drivers to Curriculum & Learner Support Constructs 
Methods and research design 
Case study methodology (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2003) is employed and mixed-
methods are used in the analysis. A survey (266 students and 73 employers) was 
conducted to gather feedback in relation to the approach of immersing general 
education subjects into a vocational context, as opposed to the alternative of 
embedding VET into general curriculum.  
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Quantitative Analysis – Surveys of Students and Employers 
Quantitative surveys were administered to employers of students undertaking an 
Australian Qualifications Framework Certificate III (trade qualification) at the 
Australian Technical College – North Brisbane. To eliminate potential bias, an 
independent researcher was engaged to administer the surveys. There were 119 
employers in the population and the response rate was 61.3% (73 employers).  A 
Confidence Interval of 91-97% was calculated for this group.  Additionally 261 
students from a population of 301 responded to a student survey (86.7% response 
rate) with a Relative Standard Error of 1.8.  A methodology using data from a number 
of questions, known as the Composite Satisfaction Rating, was developed to 
consistently determine whether or not a student or employer was satisfied or 
dissatisfied by their College experience.   
Qualitative Analysis – Student Boundary Crossing Focus Interviews 
Twelve students were purposively selected and interviewed to provide qualitative 
feedback on their experiences at the ATC. The College staff selected the students 
based on demonstrated ‘distance travelled’ from students’ initial enrolment at the 
College.  These focus interviews were transcribed and analysed using keywords and 
themes determining incidents within the conversation that indicated a transfer of 
knowledge and skills from College practices to a work or life situation.   
Results 
The survey indicated an employer satisfaction with the ATC program of 96.5% and 
a student satisfaction of 99%, based on composite satisfaction ratings.  After 
completion of the program 98.5% of students either continued with their 
apprenticeship, undertook further study or was employed full-time in another position. 
This compares to the employment outcomes of apprentices and trainees in Australia 
in general where 92% of completers were employed nine months after completing 
their apprenticeship or traineeship (NCVER, 2009). 
The students interviewed in relation to the study readily connected learning in their 
vocational program to work contexts and identified how their course of study allowed 
them to combine work and learning. The results support the OECD (2000) analysis 
that effective programs required curriculum and learner support that connected trade 
school learning to the workplace.  Student perceptions about their preparation for the 
workplace revealed that 89% considered that they were prepared for work and 82% 
believed they were supported in their apprenticeship.  This compared to national full-
time apprentice satisfaction level of 87.7% and 76.5% respectively (NCVER, 2008), 
demonstrating marginaly higher satisfaction for the ATC on a national comparision. 
The case studies analyses indicated that the relationship between the place of 
learning and practice is more than applying learned theory to practice.  It is the 
process of the identification within the community in which an apprentice practices 
their trade and is a practical demonstration of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) conception 
of Communities of Practice and Legitimate Peripheral Participation. Part of the 
student-apprentice community is at work and the other part is learning at school.  
Interviews confirmed that apprentices firstly identified themselves as a worker in the 
industry which they belong and secondly related the trade training at school with 
work skills and practice thus authenticating learning in connection to work.   
“Apprentices experience the schooling and trade practice as very dissimilar 
contexts with different norms and guidelines” (Tanggaard, 2007, p. 453); school 
activity is authenticated by the trade related learning which is connected to 
apprentices’ work in order to operate effectively.  The interview transcript outlined in 
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Figure 2 is a typical example of the 12 interviews and demonstrates “boundary 
crossing” between work and school, evidenced through the apprentice 
acknowledging that there are different situations in which he learns. 
Figure 2: Transcript of interview with apprentice carpenter   
The transcript illustrates how the young apprentice developed thinking that 
transcends the workplace and his learning at the ATC. The apprentice crossed the 
boundary between learning at work and learning at school.  Realising that the 
learning at school and at the workplace prepared him for the way in which he related 
to customers.  This demonstrated the apprentice’s ability to transfer knowledge and 
skills across boundaries and is congruent with Tanggaard’s (2007) view that 
boundary crossing is the “instances where the apprentice identified that learning in 
both contexts was necessary to operate” in the real world (p. 463).  Interviews with 
the twelve apprentices consistently revealed boundary crossing when learning is 
situated in authentic contexts and work.  Additionally, the interviews highlighted the 
real world connections made by students through learning in these situated contexts 
established through the ATC Curriculum and Learner Support constructs. 
Arguably, the ATC has much to commend it as a means of transitioning students 
from school to work.  Nonetheless ensuring an effective transition from school to 
work, the ATC model remains an area for further research and consideration. 
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• Interviewee C (Yr 12 Student-Apprentice): 
– … it’s good to get different sort of people cause Mr X and Mr Y, they’re both different teachers and they have 
different ideas.  So it’s good to learn from different people – three different people.  So when I am here I learn 
this way, but at the worksite I may learn a different way, and a quicker, maybe easier, different or better 
looking way.  So it’s good to learn from tradesmen who have different qualifications in different areas. 
• Interviewer: So, three different people are teaching you to be a carpenter? 
• Interviewee C (Yr 12 Student-Apprentice): 
– Yeah, they’ve each got different areas of being good at or special at certain things, specialties kind of things. 
• Interviewer: So, that helps you get …. 
• Interviewee C (Yr 12 Student-Apprentice): 
– Yeah, a bigger understanding of different things.  Like not just about a set one thing, you’re learning in 
different ways so you can have an idea of how the other person – like the customer might want it a certain 
way too, and so if this person knows it and maybe not that person, you can go to this person and they can 
explain how they do it. 
